1 Zürcher, e.g., writes, "it is interesting to note how the two partners continually misunderstand each other." Zürcher, Buddhist Conquest, 229. Against this view, Wagner argued persuasively that the Dacheng dayi zhang 大乘大義章, in which the letters appear, is a "collation from two series of questions and answers" that "were matched by editors," and "not pairs of letters following each other in sequential order." Wagner, "The Original Structure," 30-31.
speech" were compilations created retrospectively decades or centuries after their subject had died, culling their anecdotes from biographies and other sources. The materials included were fairly limited,2 but as Chan developed a more distinct institutional identity in the Song dynasty, "records of speech" were often compiled shortly after the death of an eminent monk, usually by one of his disciples. The material they admitted also changed, as "records of speech" came to resemble the literary collections (wenji 文集) of the monks' secular peers. Such collections included inscriptions, commemorations, poetry, and letters; these types of writings were often those that reflected a social connection or occasion.
In the case of Dahui, the large number of letters assembled, making up approximately a sixth of his collection, suggests that his disciples saw them as an important part of their teacher's identity. Dahui wrote more than one letter to many of the recipients, and through these letters he had sustained conversations about Buddhist teachings and practice. All but two of these letters, however, are to lay followers. This raises some questions: are we to believe that Dahui's letter-writing was heavily skewed towards the laity? Or were letters to lay followers privileged during the collecting process?
Setting aside the way in which the letters between Huiyuan and Kumārajīva are presented, we might identify a good deal of overlap between how they used letters and how Dahui did, even though they were separated by several centuries, and had entirely different doctrinal agendas. For these monks, letters were a way of carrying out instruction and inquiry between two people with shared interests but separated by distance. Looking at the letters in the collection (guanglu 廣錄) of Zhongfeng Mingben 中峰明本 (1263-1323), presents a different picture. If we were working solely from Mingben's collected works we would conclude that letters were an insignificant part of his relationship with students. Most of the letters are short, and based on the collection there is only one example of a person who received two letters. There are no sustained conversations reflected in the epistolary network expressed through the letters in Mingben's collection. Again this raises questions about the role of letters for Chan monks: did they serve a different purpose in Mingben's life than they did for Dahui? Did those disciples in charge of collecting Mingben's writings and compiling his Expansive Record take a different view of which letters merited inclusion?3 I would argue that the latter is more likely to be the case: judging
